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her. When sunshine came again, she was not there.
Her  shadow  had  faded  across  the  threshold. The
helpful inmate had departed, without one backward
glance to gather up the meed of gratitude, if any were
in the hearts of those whom she had served so zealously,
Meeting them in the street, she never raised her head
to receive their greeting. If they were resolute to accost
her, she laid her finger on the scarlet letter, and passed
on. This might be pride, but was so like humility, that
it produced all the softening influence of the latter
quality on the public mind. The public is despotic
in its temper; it is capable of denying common justice,
when too strenuously demanded as a right; but quite as
frequently it awards more than justice, when the ap-
peal is made, as despots love to have it made, entirely
to its generosity. Interpreting Hester Prynne's deport-
ment as an appeal of this nature, society was inclined
to show its former victim a more benign countenance
than she cared to be favored with, or, perchance, than
she deserved.

The rulers, and the wise and learned men of the com-
munity, were longer in acknowledging the influence
of Hester's good qualities than the people. The preju-
dices which they shared in common with the latter
were fortified in themselves by an iron framework of
reasoning, that made it a far tougher labor to expel
them. Day by day, nevertheless, their sour and rigid
wrinkles were relaxing into something which, in the
. due course of years, might grow to be an expression of
almost benevolence. Thus it was with the men of rank,
on whom their eminent position imposed the guard-
ianship of the public morals. Individuals in private life,
meanwhile, had quite forgiven Hester Prynne for her
frailty; nay, more, they had begun to look upon the
scarlet letter as the token, not of that one sin, for
which she had borne so long and dreary a penance, but
of her many good deeds since. "Do you see that